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C H A P T E R 3 

S u b j e c t i v i s m i n E t h i c s 

Take any action allow'd to be vicious: Wilful murder, for instance. 
Examine it in all lights, and see if you can find that matter of fact, or 
real existence, which you call vice. . . . You can never find it, till you 
turn your reflexion into your own breast, and find a sentiment of 
disapprobation, which arises in you, toward this action. Here is a 
matter of fact; but 'tis the object of feeling, not reason. 

DAVID HUME, A TREATISE OF HUMAN NATURE (1740) 

3 . 1 . T h e B a s i c I d e a o f E t h i c a l S u b j e c t i v i s m 

T h e Reverend Je r ry Falwell said in a television interview: 
"Homosexuality is immoral. The so-called 'gay rights' are 
no t rights at all, because immorality is not right. God hates 
homosexuality, and so do we. But we do no t hate the homo­
sexual; we want to he lp him by helping him overcome his 
sin." 

Falwell speaks for a large n u m b e r of Americans who feel 
that there is something deeply objectionable about homosex­
uality. In o ther societies, of course, people have other views. 
T h e rulers of present-day Iran agree with Falwell and take his 
view to an extreme: there, homosexuals may be castrated or 
killed or both. (Falwell himself has not endorsed such an ex­
treme view, al though a leader of the Moral Majority in Califor­
nia did once propose capital punishment for the "crime" of 
homosexuality, citing as his authority a passage in the twenti­
eth chapter of Leviticus.) In England, on the other hand, a 
more tolerant att i tude is taken, and all legal penalties were re­
moved three decades ago. What attitude are we to take? O n e 
possibility is that we might agree with Falwell and say that ho-
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mosexuality is in fact immoral. Or we might disagree and say 
that in fact homosexuality is not immoral. But there is a third 
alternative. We might say something like this: 

Falwell is expressing his own personal opinion, and many may 
agree with him. But others may have different opinions. Where 
morality is concerned, there are no "facts, " and no one is "right. " 
He has his opinion; others have their opinions; and that's the 
end of it. 

This is the basic thought behind Ethical Subjectivism. Ethi­
cal Subjectivism is the idea that our moral opinions are based 
on our feelings, and nothing more. O n this view, there is no 
such thing as "objective" right or wrong. It is a fact that some 
people are homosexual and some are heterosexual; but it is 
not a fact that one is good and the o ther bad. So when some­
one such as Falwell says that homosexuality is wrong, he is no t 
stating a fact about homosexuality. Instead, he is merely say­
ing something about his feelings toward it. 

Of course, Ethical Subjectivism is no t simply an idea 
about the evaluation of homosexuality. It applies to all moral 
matters. To take a different example, it is a fact that Hitler 
and his henchmen exterminated millions of innocent people; 
but according to Ethical Subjectivism, it is not a fact that what 
they did was evil. When we say their actions were evil, we are 
not stating a fact about those actions; rather, we are saying 
that we have negative feelings toward them. Exactly the same 
applies to any moral j u d g m e n t whatever. 

We should be clear about what kind of theory this is. Eth­
ical Subjectivism is not a theory about what things are good 
and what things are bad. It does no t try to tell us how we 
should live or what moral opinions we should accept. It is no t 
that sort of theory. Instead, it is a theory about the nature of 
moral judgments. It says that no matter what moral judgments 
we make, we are only expressing our personal feelings, and 
nothing more. People who accept this theory will still have 
moral opinions, of course—they might be in favor of gay 
rights or opposed to them. But whichever stance they choose, 
they will not believe their choice represents the "truth." They 
will recognize that their opinions merely represent their own 
personal feelings. 
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3 . 2 . T h e E v o l u t i o n o f t h e T h e o r y 

Often the development of a philosophical idea will proceed 
through several stages. At first the idea will be put forward in 
a crude , simple form, and many people will find it attractive 
for one reason or another. But then the idea will be subjected 
to critical analysis, and it will be discovered to have serious de-
fecLs. Arguments against the idea will be found. At this point 
some people may be so impressed with the objections that 
they abandon the idea altogether, concluding that it cannot 
be right. Others, however, may cont inue to have confidence 
in the basic idea, and so they will try to refine it—giving it a 
new, improved formulation—so that it will not be vulnerable 
to the objections. For a time it may appear that the theory has 
been saved. But then new arguments may be found that cast 
doubt on the new version of the theory. Once again the new 
objections may cause some to abandon the idea, while others 
may keep the faith and try to salvage the theory by formulat­
ing still another "improved" version. T h e whole process of re­
vision and criticism will then start over again. 

T h e theory of Ethical Subjectivism has developed in just 
this way. It began as a simple idea—in the words of David 
Hume, that morality is a matter of sentiment rather than fact. 
But as objections were raised to the theory, and as its defend­
ers tried to answer the objections, the theory evolved into 
something much more sophisticated. 

3 . 3 . T h e F i r s t S t a g e : S i m p l e S u b j e c t i v i s m 

As we have already observed, Ethical Subjectivism is a theory 
about the nature of moral judgments . T h e simplest version of 
the theory, which states the main idea but does not at tempt to 
refine it very much, is this: when a person says that something 
is morally good or bad, this means that he or she approves of 
that thing, or disapproves of it, and nothing more. In o ther 
words: 

"X is morally acceptable" 1 
"X is right" all mean: "I (the speaker) 
"X is good" | approve of X" 

"X ought to be done" J 
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And similarly: 

"X is morally unacceptable" 
"X is wrong" 

"X is bad" 
"X ought no t to be done" 

all mean: "I (the speaker) 
disapprove of X' 

We might call this version of the theory Simple Subjec­
tivism. It expresses the basic idea of Ethical Subjectivism in a 
plain, uncomplicated form, and many people have found it at­
tractive. However, Simple Subjectivism is open to several 
ra ther obvious objections, because if has implications that are 
contrary to what we know to be the case (or at least, contrary 
to what we think we know to be the case) about the nature of 
moral evaluation. Let me mention two of the most p rominen t 
objections. 

1. We are sometimes wrong in our evaluations. None of 
us is infallible, we can make mistakes; and when we discover 
that we are mistaken, we may want to change our judgments . 
But if Simple Subjectivism were correct, this would be impossi­
ble—because Simple Subjectivism implies that each of us is in­
fallible. 

Consider Falwell again, who says homosexuality is im­
moral. According to Simple Subjectivism, what he is saying is 
that he, Falwell, disapproves of homosexuality. Now of course 
it is possible that he is not speaking sincerely—it is possible 
that he really does no t disapprove of homosexuality, that he is 
merely playing to his conservative audience. But if we assume 
he is speaking sincerely—if we assume he really does disapprove 
of i t—then it follows that what he says is true. So long as he is 
honestly representing his own feelings, he cannot be mis­
taken. 

Thus the following a rgument may be offered against 
Simple Subjectivism: 

(1) If Simple Subjectivism is correct, then each of us is 
infallible in our moral judgments , at least so long as 
we are speaking sincerely. 

(2) However, we are not infallible. We may be mistaken, 
even when we are speaking sincerely. 

(3) Therefore, Simple Subjectivism cannot be correct. 

i 



34 THE ELEMENTS OF MORAL PHILOSOPHY 

2. T h e second a rgument against Simple Subjectivism is 
based on the idea that this theory cannot account for the fact 
of disagreement in ethics. Dan Bradley was formerly the direc­
tor of the United States Legal Services Administration; he re­
signed in 1982 in order to "come out of the closet" and pub­
licly acknowledge his homosexuality. (He was the highest 
government official to have done this, and so his declaration 
was widely publicized.) Bradley insists that homosexuality is 
not immoral. O n the face of it, it appears that Bradley and 
Falwell disagree. But consider what Simple Subjectivism im­
plies about this situation. 

According to Simple Subjectivism, when Bradley says that 
homosexuality is no t immoral, he is merely making a state­
men t about his at t i tude—he is saying that he, Bradley, does 
not disapprove of homosexuality. Would Falwell disagree with 
that? No, Falwell would agree that Bradley does not disapprove 
of homosexuality. At the same time, when Falwell says that ho­
mosexuality is immoral, he is only saying that he, Falwell, dis­
approves of it. And why should Bradley disagree with that} In 
fact, Bradley would certainly acknowledge that Falwell disap­
proves of homosexuality. Thus according to Simple Subjec­
tivism, there is no disagreement between them—each would 
acknowledge the t ruth of what the other is saying! Surely, the 
a rgument goes, there is something wrong here, for surely Fal­
well and Bradley do disagree about whether homosexuality is 
immoral. 

The re is a kind of eternal frustration implied by Simple 
Subjectivism: Falwell and Bradley are deeply opposed to one 
another ; yet they cannot even state their positions in a way 
that joins the issue. Bradley may try to deny what Falwell says, 
by denying that homosexuality is immoral, but according to 
Simple Subjectivism he succeeds only in changing the subject. 

T h e a rgument may be summarized like this: 

(1) When one person says "X is morally acceptable" and 
someone else says "X is morally unacceptable," they 
are disagreeing. 

(2) However, if Simple Subjectivism were correct, there 
would be no disagreement between them. 

(3) Therefore, Simple Subjectivism cannot be correct. 
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These arguments, and others like them, show that Sim­
ple Subjectivism is a flawed theory: it cannot be maintained, 
at least not in such a c rude form. In the face of such argu­
ments, some thinkers have chosen to reject the whole idea of 
Ethical Subjectivism. Others, however, have worked to pro­
duce a bet ter version of the theory, one that would n o t be vul­
nerable to these objections. 

3 . 4 . T h e S e c o n d S t a g e : E m o t i v i s m 

The improved version was a theory that came to be known as 
Emotivism. Developed chiefly by the American phi losopher 
Charles L. Stevenson (1908-1979), Emotivism has been o n e 
of the most influential theories of ethics in the twentieth cen­
tury. It is a far more subtle and sophisticated theory than Sim­
ple Subjectivism. 

Emotivism begins with the observation that language is 
used in a variety of ways. O n e of its principal uses is in stating 
facts, or at least in stating what we believe to be facts. Thus we 
may say: 

"Abraham Lincoln was President of the United 
States." 

"I have an appoin tment at four o'clock." 

"Gasoline costs $1.19 per gallon." 

"Shakespeare is the author of Hamlet." 

And so on. In each case, we are saying something that is ei ther 
true or false, and the purpose of our ut terance is, typically, to 
convey information to the listener. 

However, there are o ther purposes, for which language 
may be used. For example, suppose I say to you "Close the 
door!" This ut terance is nei ther t rue nor false. It is no t a state­
ment of any kind; it is a command, which is something alto­
gether different. Its purpose is no t to convey information; 
rather, its purpose is to get you to do something. In giving you a 
command, I am not trying to alter your beliefs; instead I am 
trying to influence your conduct . 

Or consider utterances such as these, which are nei ther 
statements of fact nor commands: 
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"Hurrah for Abraham Lincoln!" 

"Would that gasoline did not cost so much! ' 

"Alas!" 

"Damn Hamlet!" 

These are perfectly familiar, common types of sentences that 
we unders tand easily enough. But none of them is "true" or 
"false." (It would make n o sense to say "It is t rue that hu r rah 
for Abraham Lincoln" or "It is false that alas.") Again, these 
sentences are not used to state facts; instead, they are used to 
express the speaker's attitudes. 

We need to note clearly the difference between reporting 
an atti tude and expressing the same attitude. If I say "I like 
Abraham Lincoln," I am report ing the fact that I have a posi­
tive atti tude toward him. The statement is a statement of fact, 
which is ei ther true or false. O n the other hand, if I shout 
"Hurrah for Lincoln!" I am not stating any sort of fact. I am 
expressing an attitude, bu t I am not report ing that I have it. 

Now, with these points in mind, let us turn our attention 
to moral language. According to Emotivism, moral language 
is not fact-stating language; it is not typically used to convey 
information. Its purpose is entirely different. It is used, first, 
as a means of influencing people 's behavior: if someone says 
"You ought no t to d o that," he is trying to stop you from doing it. 
Thus the ut terance is more like a command than a statement 
of fact; it is as though he had said "Don't do that!" Second, 
moral language is used to express {not report) one 's attitude. 
Saying "Lincoln was a good man" is not like saying "I approve 
of Lincoln," but it is like saying "Hurrah for Lincoln!" 

The difference between Emotivism and Simple Subjec­
tivism should now be obvious. Simple Subjectivism inter­
pre ted ethical sentences as statements of fact, of a special 
kind—namely, as reports of the speaker's attitude. According 
to Simple Subjectivism, when Falwell says "Homosexuality is 
immoral ," this means the same as "I (Falwell) disapprove of 
homosexuality"—a statement of fact about his attitude. Emo­
tivism, on the o ther hand, would deny that his ut terance states 
any fact at all, even a fact about himself. Instead, Emotivism 
interprets his ut terance as equivalent to something such as 
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"Homosexuality—yecch!" o r "Do n o t engage in homosexual 
acts!" or "Would that there were n o homosexuals." 

Now this may seem to be a trivial, nitpicking difference 
that isn't worth bother ing with. But from a theoretical point 
of view, it is actually a very big and impor tant difference. O n e 
way to see this is to consider again the arguments against Sim­
ple Subjectivism. While those arguments were severely embar­
rassing to Simple Subjectivism, they do not affect Emotivism 
at all. 

1. T h e first a rgument was that if Simple Subjectivism is 
correct, then we are all infallible in our moral judgments ; bu t 
we certainly are not infallible; therefore, Simple Subjectivism 
cannot be correct. 

This a rgument is effective only because Simple Subjec­
tivism interprets moral judgments as statements that can be 
true or false. "Infallible" means that one 's j udgmen t s are al­
ways true; and Simple Subjectivism assigns moral judgments a 
meaning that will always be true, so long as the speaker is 
speaking sincerely. T h a t is why, on that theory, people tu rn 
out to be infallible. Emotivism, on the o ther hand , does no t 
interpret moral judgments as statements that are true-or-false; 
and so the same a rgument will not work against it. Because 
commands and expressions of att i tude are n o t true-or-false, 
people cannot be "infallible" with respect to them. 

2. The second a rgument had to do with moral disagree­
ment . If Simple Subjectivism is correct, then when one person 
says "X is morally acceptable" and someone else says "X is 
morally unacceptable," they are n o t really disagreeing. They 
are, in fact, talking about entirely different things—each is 
making a statement about his or her own attitude with which 
the other can readily agree. But, the a rgument goes, people 
who say such things are disagreeing with one another, and so 
Simple Subjectivism cannot be correct. 

Emotivism emphasizes that there is more than one way in 
which people may disagree. If I believe that Lee Harvey Os­
wald acted alone in the assassination of J o h n Kennedy and 
you believe there was a conspiracy, it is a disagreement over 
the facts—I believe something to be t rue that you believe to 
be false. But consider a different type of disagreement. Sup­
pose I favor strict gun-control legislation and you are opposed 
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to it. Here we disagree, but in a different sense. It is not our 
beliefs that are in conflict bu t our desires. (You and I may 
agree about all the facts sur rounding the gun-control contro­
versy and still take different sides concerning what we want to 
see happen . ) In the first kind of disagreement, we believe dif­
ferent things, both of which cannot be true. In the second, we 
want different things, both of which cannot happen . Steven­
son calls this second one a disagreement in attitude, and he con­
trasts it with disagreement about attitudes. You and I may 
agree in all ou r judgments about our attitudes—we agree that 
you are opposed to gun control, and we agree that I am for it. 
But we still disagree in our attitudes. Moral disagreements, 
says Stevenson, are like this: they are disagreements in atti­
tude. Simple Subjectivism could not explain moral disagree­
men t because, once it interpreted moral judgments as state­
ments about attitudes, the disagreement vanished. 

Simple Subjectivism was an at tempt to capture the basic 
idea of Ethical Subjectivism and express it in an acceptable 
form. It ran into trouble because it assumed that moral judg­
ments report attitudes; that is why it was vulnerable to the 
counterarguments . Emotivism was a superior theory because 
it je t t isoned the troublesome assumption and replaced it with 
a more sophisticated view of how moral language works. But 
as we shall see, Emotivism also had its problems. O n e of the 
main problems was that Emotivism could no t account for the 
place of reason in ethics. 

3 . 5 . E m o t i v i s m , R e a s o n , a n d " M o r a l F a c t s " 

As was emphasized in Chapter 1, a moral j udgmen t—or for 
that mat ter any kind of value judgment—must be supported 
by good reasons. If someone tells you that a certain action 
would be wrong, for example, you may ask why it would be 
wrong, and if there is n o satisfactory answer, you may reject 
that advice as unfounded. In this way, moral judgments are 
different from mere expressions of personal preference. If 
someone says "I like coffee," she does not need to have a rea­
son—she may be making a statement about her personal 
taste, and nothing more. But moral judgments require back­
ing by reasons, and in the absence of such reasons, they are 
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merely arbitrary. This is a point about the logic of moral judg­
ment . It is not merely that it would be a good thing to have 
reasons for one's moral judgments . T h e point is stronger than 
that. O n e must have reasons, or else one is no t making a 
moral j u d g m e n t at all. This is par t of what the moral concepts 
mean. To say "It would be morally wrong to d o X, bu t there is 
n o reason why it would be wrong" is a self-contradiction. 

If the connect ion between moral j udgmen t s and reasons 
is a necessary and important one, then any adequate theory 
of the nature of moral j u d g m e n t should be able to give some 
account of the connection. It is at just this poin t that Emo­
tivism fails. 

WTiat can an emotivist say about reasons? Remember that 
for the emotivist, a moral j u d g m e n t is like a command—it is 
primarily a verbal means of trying to influence people 's atti­
tudes and conduct. T h e view of reasons that naturally goes 
with this basic idea is that reasons are any considerations that 
will have the desired effect, that will influence atti tudes and 
conduct in the desired way. Suppose I am trying to convince 
you that Goldbloom is a bad man (I am trying to influence 
your attitude toward him) and you are resisting the idea. 
Knowing you are anti-Semitic, I say: "Goldbloom is a Jew!" 
That does the trick; your attitude toward him changes, and 
you agree that he is a scoundrel. It would seem that for the 
emotivist, then, the fact that Goldbloom is Jewish is, at least in 
some contexts, a reason in suppor t of the j u d g m e n t that h e is 
a bad man. In fact, Stevenson takes exactly this view. In his 
classic work Ethics and Language (1944), he says: uAny state­
men t about any fact which any speaker considers likely to alter 
attitudes may be adduced as a reason for or against an ethical 
judgment . " 

Obviously, something had gone wrong. Not just any fact 
can count as a reason in support of just any judgment . For 
one thing, the fact must be relevant to the judgment , a n d psy­
chological influence does no t necessarily br ing relevance with 
it. (Jewishness is irrelevant to viciousness, regardless of the 
psychological connect ions in anyone's mind.) T h e r e is a small 
lesson and a larger lesson to be learned from this. T h e small 
lesson is that a particular moral theory, Emotivism, seems to 
be deeply flawed, and with it, the whole idea of Ethical Subjec-
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tivism is b rought into doubt. T h e larger lesson has to do with 
the importance of reason in ethics. 

H u m e emphasized that if we examine wicked actions— 
"wilful murder , for instance"—we will find no "matter of fact" 
corresponding to the wickedness. T h e universe, apart from 
our attitudes, contains n o such facts. This realization has 
often been taken as cause for despair, because people assume 
this must mean that values have no "objective" status. But why 
should H u m e ' s observation come as a surprise? Values are no t 
the kinds of things that could exist in the way that stars and 
planets exist. (What would a "value," thus conceived, be like?) 
A fundamental mistake, which many people fall into when 
they think about this subject, is to assume just two possibilities: 

1. There are moral facts, in the same way that there 
are facts about stars and planets; or 

2. O u r "values" are no th ing more than the expres­
sion of our subjective feelings. 

This is a mistake because it overlooks a crucial third possibil­
ity. People have no t only feelings bu t reason, and that makes a 
big difference. It may be that: 

3. Moral t ruths are truths of reason; that is, a moral 
j u d g m e n t is t rue if it is backed by better reasons 
than the alternatives. 

This seems to be indisputable—even the emotivists recog­
nized the need to give some account of the place of reason in 
ethics. Thus if we want to unders tand the nature of ethics, it is 
reason that we must focus on. 

A t ru th of ethics is a conclusion that is backed by rea­
sons: the "correct" answer to a moral question is simply the 
answer that has the weight of reason on its side. Such truths 
are objective in the sense that they are t rue independent ly of 
what we might want or think. We cannot make something 
good or bad jus t by wishing it to be so, because we cannot 
merely will that the weight of reason be on its side or against 
it. And we can be wrong about what is good or bad, because 
we can be wrong about what reason commends. Reason says 
what it says, regardless of our opinions or desires. 


